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LUNCHROOM TO BOARDROOM  
ORAL HISTORY PROJECT  
INTERVIEW WITH JEAN BOWDEN  
INTERVIEWED BY THERESE COLLIE. 
  
26 NOVEMBER 1991 
Collie: This is Reel 10 and the date is the 26 November 1991.  This is the From Lunchroom to Boardroom 
Oral History Project for the TLC about women in the labor movement.  Today I'm talking to Jean 
Bowden, who lives at 44 Oberon St, Morningside.  Her phone number is 399-4920. 
Now Jean can you tell me when you were born?  
 
Bowden: 29 October 1920. 
 
Collie: So how old does that make you?  
 
Bowden: 71 in October. 
 
Collie: And where were you born?  
 
Bowden: I was born at Nambour. 
 
Collie: And what sort of schooling did you have? 
 
Bowden: Well my father was a sugar grower on the Maroochy River - there's a very lovely history of the 
Maroochy district.  And I'll speak about my parents, because as of all of us, I think, the type of parents 
we have is very important to our future lives.  My father and mother came up from the Clarence River to 
select a sugarcane farm on the Maroochy River that was in 1918.  And both of their parents were also 
sugar growers, so I didn't have a working class background.  The only working class that I knew of, were 
those workers who worked on my father's farm. 
But strangely, although we lived in a very conservative area of farmers, my father through his own 
thinking and in the period of the late 20s and early 30s, which were the depression days, he founded the 
first Labor Party branch in his area and worked and he was later awarded life membership of the Labor 
Party. 
And then I went to school in my early, years at the Maroochy River state school.  It was only a 1 teacher, 
and then a 2 teacher state school.  And we went to school by boat and I had a really free and beautiful 
early childhood.  My father had racehorses, though he didn't bet himself, he had racehorses and when 
they were finished with their racing we had them to ride. And my early childhood was really very relaxed 
and free and beautiful. 
But my father realized that, as they all did in those days, that, there were 3 girls and 2 boys, that the 3 
girls should go off and get jobs and the 2 boys would get the farm.  So when I was fairly young I went off 
to board at St. Patrick's Convent in Gympie, and I boarded there for a few years.  That was very different 
from my free life on the Maroochy River but I thoroughly enjoyed it, strangely enough looking back on it, 
I did enjoy it.  I was a person, I think where the Maroochy River School and life there on the Maroochy 
River would never have satisfied me.  But I had the opportunity of a bit of learning at the Convent, even 
at that early age I felt satisfied. 
 
Collie: When did you leave school? 
 
Bowden: I left school in 1936.  1 had got notice, as all of the class did there at the Convent, that there 
was some kind of an exam taking place and the Reverend Mother suggested that we might all sit for the 
exam.  It was at the central state school and I know we all went off to sit and there were about 5 or 600 
sitting for that exam.  I really did not know what it was all about very much and it was actually, as I, 
found out later, it was for 2 positions at the Gympie telephone exchange.  And I got one of those 
positions. 
And so I started work then, it was actually in 1937, and the first thing my father said to me when he 
knew I was going to take the job was that I should join my union.  I didn't know anything about 
unionism, I was only 16 and I did what my father suggested. 
 
Collie: And can you remember when you joined your union? 
 
Bowden: Yes, I can.  I can remember going along to the Post Master and trying to make some enquiries.  
He got some information for me and I can remember writing out something and I can remember 
sending down some money, and that was very vague, I hardly remember it, but I did after that, sort of as 
a matter of course, I continued to pay my union dues every 12 months. 
But life in the Gympie Exchange, at that particular time when I started, was extremely difficult and 
perhaps if I'd known what I was going to be in for, I wouldn't have taken the job.  For example, that 
supervisor there was very strict and being depression days she took advantage of it and said that, "If you 
want to, get your appointments, you 2 girls, you'll have to work and practice in your own time”.  So in 
actual fact we had to do that.  We had to, on Sundays, when you had your days off, we were up there on 
our own time. 
 
Collie: What did that work entail? 
 
Bowden: Well it entailed just working on the switchboard and getting more practical experience and it 
was an extremely busy exchange, understaffed.  We had in those days to go out to the little counter, 
when the post office was closed, and take the money for the telegrams and trunk calls.  They paid for 
them in cash because there were no coin slots that you could pay for the trunk calls from. And we used 
to have to do that on the weekends.  And I can remember when I was on duty on my own, on those 
Saturdays and Sundays, I was sitting there in terror, waiting perhaps that that bell might ring for me to 
have to go out to take the trunk calls and handle the telegrams while calls were ringing on my 
switchboard. 
And was trying to do everything and having in mind that we were very young. The other girl actually did 
not get her 6 months probation, she didn't get it confirmed.  She was a little less willing to do what I did.  
She was living at home. 
Where as I wasn't.  Her father was giving her good advice, telling her she shouldn't be doing it. 
 
Collie: Where were you living? 
 
Bowden: For 12 months I lived at the Convent.  They gave me a room, and it was very very difficult, 
because I used to have to walk, I don't know whether you know Gympie, but if you have to walk from 
the Post Office all the way up to the Convent for your meal-break, and all the way back.  And we did 
such things as double-broken shifts, 9am to 1, 2 to 5, 7pm to 8pm.  It was very difficult, I can remember 
feeling how terribly hard it was.  But I don't remember ever telling my parents how hard it was, because 
I felt they had enough worries of their own. 
 
Collie: Just while we're on your parents, what about your mother?  What were her politics? 
 
Bowden: Well my mother's politics were my father's politics.  My mother I don't think would have had 
the politics that she had except for my father.  She was a wonderful little lady, clever, practical, and a 
beautiful little person.  But I really believe that she would not have, had her politics except that she 
married Daniel John Dougherty, my father. 
They were both of Irish heritage, and militant Irish heritage, particularly on my mother's side.  Strangely 
enough, one of her cousins was on the steps of the Dublin Post office when John Connolly was shot, was 
assassinated, 
and he had to get out of Ireland and come to Australia and there's a memorial to him in the Kew 
Cemetery in Melbourne.  But on my father's side, intellectually, he brought my mother to support labour 
politics. 
 
Collie: And after the Gympie Exchange, where did you go? 
 
Bowden: Well the supervisor got a transfer to Brisbane and I got another supervisor, and I didn't ever 
know that I could apply for transfers and she suggested I could apply to transfer to Nambour, which was 
closer to my home, which I certainly did, and within a very short time I got a transfer to Nambour. 
It was a very different exchange and because there was no supervisor there and it was a more relaxed 
place and I was there for 3 years.  I was there during the war years when the 6th Division returned from 
the Middle East and they were camped in the Nambour district and, of course, when they came that was 
quite a controversial decision, when Curtin brought that 6th Division back from the Middle East, that 
was quite a controversial political decision by the Federal government. 
 
Collie: Why was that? 
 
Bowden: Well, because it was at that stage when the Menzies government, as I understand, felt that the 
main role for our Australian troops would be over there and John Curtin could see the dangers of threat 
from the north and Menzies and Curtin had a different policy and it was very good, actually, when that 
happened.  I believe that Curtin made a very courageous decision and I think it was supported really by 
the Australian people at that particular time. 
When they came back they had been away from home for a long period of time.  They were camped in 
the district, we had very few lines to Brisbane, we had to book our calls to the southern states.  
Melbourne, Sydney, whatever through Brisbane and, of course, they were anxious to ring their relatives 
when they came home and they used to be lying outside till all hours of the morning waiting for the 
calls.  Because we had to do all night duty, even in those little exchanges, during the war years and they 
were sitting round there till all hours of the morning waiting for their calls to come through. 
 
Collie: Was it mainly women doing this kind of work? 
 
Bowden: Yes. it was. Women actually entered the industry when communications was first established 
in the late 18 hundreds.  If you've seen photos, and I have a photo here of a young lady in a long dress of 
the time.  And why women were selected is quite often, I think, it's something that we can wonder 
about, because there are, out of the very few industries and professions that women have been able to 
work in, there have been very few that have really wanted women in preference to men, and this was 
one industry that wanted women in preference to men. 
It has been said that it was because of our more nimble fingers, it has been said that we are more 
patient, but I would also say that it could be because we were, perhaps, more dispensable and that we 
were prepared to work for lower pay, as did nurses and other women that worked in mainly women's 
industries. 
 
Collie: When did you first become actively involved in the Australian Telephone and Phonogram Officers 
Association, the ATPOA? 
 
Bowden: Well as I had transferred to a lot of big country exchanges, and 1 had worked in all the capital 
cities of Australia, by cross-transfer, Melbourne, Sydney, Adelaide, Perth, I think I didn't actually become 
involved in the organisation so much of the union, but I was always a proponent of unionism.  I always 
spoke up on behalf of unionism and I was vice-president of the Queensland Branch for a short period of 
time before I was married.  The whole union was conservative. My idea of what to do and the things 
that were necessary were, perhaps, allied to the expectations of us working in a government 
organisation where we were constantly reminded we had taken the oath and that we weren't allowed 
to do any of these types of things that other unionists do. 
 
Collie: What sorts of things are you talking about? 
 
Bowden: Well I'm talking about stop-work meetings, for example.  It was never, ever thought of, that we 
in the Telephonists' Union would participate in stop-work meetings.  We were mainly involved in awards 
and salaries, collecting union dues, that type of thing, and strangely enough, when I got married and left 
in 1952 the Secretary of the union was a male, although we were female-dominated to the extent of 
97% female dominated and when I was reinstated after 17 years he was still there, still the Union 
Secretary. 
And while the union hadn't moved one inch, I don't think, towards the types of things that were 
necessary, I still believe that people like him and women who were involved at that particular time did 
play a very important role because they maintained our union through all of this long period of time, 
and we had to have someone doing it and that was the way that they felt at that particular time.  They 
themselves felt that they couldn't do the things and somehow I don't feel it in my heart to criticize them.  
And maybe I could only have to criticize myself and every body else. 
Certainly they took on the job in those conditions, they did what was expected of them. 
 
Collie: At which exchange were you when you married? 
 
Bowden: I was here in Brisbane.  I had taken on a job as traveling supervisor and we still had manual 
telephone exchanges in Brisbane, connecting local calls and I had 3 or 4 of those to do, and then finally I 
took a position at a larger manual exchange with one of the other supervisors, there were 2 of us.  We 
were called monitors in those days and it was a large exchange and it was from that exchange that I got 
married. 
 
Collie: What was the name of that exchange? 
 
Bowden: That was the Yeronga Exchange, and the person with whom I worked, she didn't ever marry 
and when I came back, after all those years, she was still a very good supporter of unionism. 
There was something strange and different, not strange, perhaps, but something very different about 
our union, where our supervisors could join the union.  And at first, in my early days, I can remember 
thinking that this shouldn't be done, but the whole experience of what has happened in my later years 
has shown how wonderful it was that we had such very good supervisors who were militant trade 
unionists, very good unionists.  It helped, when we went out on stop-work meetings to have supervisors 
helping them to stop, gave them confidence to stop. So it was unusual, it was quite unique. 
 
Collie: Why do you think that was so? 
 
Bowden: What, because they became members of our union?  We were always allowed to be and 
certainly there were some supervisors who were not good unionists, but when we did begin a change in 
our type of activity because we had developed like job organisation and so forth, such good rapport with 
our telephonists.  They saw us as good unionists, they saw us as being concerned about their needs.  
And we had our own special needs, but our needs were their needs and their needs were our needs.  
We were all interconnected, you couldn't possibly run an exchange without a supervisor and the 
telephonist would be the first to recognize that. 
 
Collie: So what does the supervisor do? 
 
Bowden: Well the supervisor's role had changed considerably over the years.  When I was at Gympie, 
first started at Gympie the supervisor's role was an oppressive role, taking observations on you when 
you weren't aware that they were listening in and writing a report on it, if you made a single mistake on 
a docket you had to sign a card, all of those oppressive things. 
But they weren't all like that.  I found in traveling around Australia in the various exchanges that that 
didn't apply to all of the supervisors, but particularly when my real involvement began, after I was 
reinstated, I wasn't reinstated as a supervisor, I was only reinstated as a telephonist, and it was Joyce 
Williams who suggested that I should become one, and I argued quite vigorously about it, I said, "No, 
couldn't feel that I could save face with the telephonists if I did that". 
And she was right, she actually proved that I was wrong in my concept because I found out that as we 
had developed our work among all of our members, telephonists or supervisors, that it didn't disprove 
one of the other.  We had some telephonists that weren't real good unionists, for example, and we had 
some supervisors that weren't real good unionists.  So it worked out that way.  But the very fact that we 
had some, not all that many, but enough to make it very important in the big exchange where I worked 
in Edison, for us to do work that we would not have been able to do otherwise.  We had a freedom, that 
we wouldn't have been able, you know we'd be sitting at a chair all day, where we had the ability to 
walk round. 
And when the telephonist has her supervisor saying "Well you're stopping work at 1 o'clock", it was 
much easier for them to stop work, it was much easier to stop work, to take that step, especially in the 
early stage. 
 
Collie: So, you said that when you married you had to resign.  Can you tell me why you had to resign and 
how you felt about that? 
 
Bowden: Well that was the ruling, once we got married we were out, it was an automatic resignation, I 
called it the "sack", I didn't like it and I can remember one elderly person who stood up and said that she 
was living with her man because she didn't want to lose her job.  That was very difficult in those days, in 
1952, because, I mean, de factos weren't accepted so well as they are now and marriage seemed to be 
the norm, and so I automatically got the sack, as did everybody who got the sack.  But the men who 
were working didn't get the sack, it was only us women who got the sack.  If you were a male 
telephonist working all night, as I know some of them who worked all night as telephonists before I was 
married, and they got married and they didn't have to leave their job, and they were still there when I 
got back, reinstated after 17 years.  They were still there but in a much higher position.  They had gone 
up the ladder, they weren't just telephonists when I got back they had 17 years of promotion and it was 
only the women that got the sack. 
 
Collie: So you still feel angry about that? 
 
Bowden: Yes I do.  I still feel that I think that I have recovered from my anger because of the work that 
we have been able to get done to get reinstated, the marriage law was changed, I think that was a great 
day for me to get back to work.  I not only needed the money - which I did need, I needed a job, I 
wanted a job, and I wanted to have that injustice corrected. 
I'm still a little bit angry because those 15 years, I had 15 years of service before I was married, and 
when I got my superannuation based on your length of service, my length of service for my 
superannuation was only based on my second 15 years, and not added to my first 15 years.  Despite the 
fact that it was recognized that I was reinstated, because I was reinstated as a permanent officer, I 
wasn't reinstated as a temporary officer, I was reinstated as a permanent officer, and yet I had lost 
those 15 years of length of service, which would have given me a much better superannuation pension. 
Collie: This is Reel 11 and the date is 26 November 1991.  This is the From Lunchroom to Boardroom 
Oral History Project for the TLC about women in the labour movement.  And I'm talking to Jean Bowden. 
 Jean, in 1967, Bill Hayden, as a young member of the House of Representatives moved a private 
members Bill that was carried in Federal parliament for the right of married women to work in the 
Commonwealth public service.  What part did you play in the campaign to have this Bill presented and 
passed? 
  
Bowden: Just before I answer I'd like to say that before this campaign actually started in relation to this 
particular one that I'm going to speak about, there had been women's organisations like the Union of 
Australian Women, raising this issue as well, so it was not just only this issue but this was the issue that 
actually brought it about, this particular one.  But the women's movement, in itself has to take credit as 
well for what happened. 
You might have heard of, though perhaps you haven't at your younger age, Merle Thornton and Ray 
Bognor chained themselves to the bar at the Regatta Hotel. Merle is the mother of Sigrid Thornton, the 
actress, and they wanted to focus on the inequalities of women and they raised the issue in the Regatta 
Hotel because women were not allowed to drink in the public bar, they could only drink in the private 
bar, which meant that the public bar was only for men, to speak as they wished, to use all of the types of 
language that they wouldn't normally use and enjoy that type of language, that bastion for males only.  
And also women paid more for their drinks in the private bar than they did in the public bar. 
But, however, that wasn't the main reason why they undertook this little radical stylised little action.  
The following week they were also doing the same at the Royal Hotel opposite the Post Office and I 
joined them at the Royal Hotel. 
 
Collie: This is in Queen Street? 
 
Bowden: in Queen Street, yes, and quite a number of us had arrived by that time, there were quite a 
number of women there and '4 Corners' actually came up to do the story and did the story there in the 
Royal Hotel.  And in the 25th anniversary of '4 Corners' you will see me with a hat on, there at the Royal 
Hotel.  I'm not a drinker actually, but I just felt that this was a good thing to do, something really radical. 
We met, decided to meet shortly afterwards and there were about 40 women at the first meeting and 
we decided then that we needed to discuss what the real issues were that we should take up.  I 
remember I moved the resolution that one of the main issues should be the rights of women to work in 
the Commonwealth public service.  Another resolution was moved by another woman on the rights of 
women to work on juries.  Both of those resolutions were adopted and we highlighted them whenever 
we could. 
We had a number of meetings and Bill Hayden joined that organisation.  It was called Equal 
Opportunities for Women.  There were a few other men also, who joined, and Bill Hayden agreed to 
move a private members Bill in the Federal Parliament.  They were in opposition at the time, the Labor 
Party under Calwell, he was the opposition leader, and it was moved and supported by Sir William 
McMahon, he wasn't Sir then, it was supported by William McMahon, which was a surprise to us.  And it 
was carried in the Federal Parliament.  Well I was very joyous about that, not only for my own personal 
position, but to think that women had to be sacked because they got married seemed to be almost a 
crime, criminal thing to do.  I mean you should make that decision for yourself, whether you want to 
stay on at work or whether you want to leave and so I applied for reinstatement and I was reinstated to 
my permanent position. 
 
Collie: That was 2 yeas later? 
Bowden: It was about 2 years later and I often wondered whether my position was hung out a bit longer 
that others, but I'm not sure, I had no grounds for thinking that, but I did feel that maybe, they did tell 
me that they could not find my actual commencing date in the Gympie exchange in1937.  But they could 
find some of the starting dates from some of the others, who had started work much later than I did.  
And I sometimes wondered but maybe I'm perhaps being a little bit suspicious, but sometimes 
wondered whether it was because I had done a lot of work and I had been seen to be in the media, and 
perhaps that wasn't the type of person they particularly wanted working in the exchange. 
 
Collie: What were the issues for the Union when you came back in 1969? 
 
Bowden: The issues weren't so clear cut in 1969.  I first of all had to get, again, my appointment 
confirmed after 6 months.  I had to make sure that I became a very good operator which was difficult 
and I felt that totally that just getting to work, I had 2 young children and getting home, they were the 
main issues for me at the time, because I just couldn't have the energy to think about much else. 
But after a little while when I was there and they started to get us to sell STD (Subscriber Trunk Dialing) 
that you, when they booked a call, as they always did with the operator, all trunk calls were booked with 
the operator, but when STD was first introduced they required us to say when they came into trunks and 
booked a call with the operator, "You may make this call by dialing the number yourself.  So that hit me, 
that was really an issue.  I had already begun to go to Union meetings and it wasn't very long after that, 
that Joyce Williams well Joyce was not just elected at that particular time but we became conscious of 
the fact that technology was on the horizon, and as that increased with our worry and as always when 
technology was on the horizon and anyone is to be dispensed, again I had my own thoughts about 
married women will be the ones to go and it will be the young ones that they will want to keep because 
they will accept lower wages, and it will be the older women again that will be dispensable.  So I did 
worry about it, and we did talk about it at Union meetings, but it was in very early stages of the increase 
in technology in our area.  For example, since then 200 exchanges closed in Queensland and they were 
all still going then.  So we highlighted those questions and tried to make our own, see we only had a 
45%, or perhaps less, membership of ATPOA then and we tried to inform our members that these things 
were developing and there was growing awareness and I can remember our first stop work meeting and 
this was apart from the one which we had later, which I'll talk about, it was only a stop-work meeting for 
a little while, from the old central exchange, I was working there, that we sort of said out loud, "Well this 
may happen to you".  And I think the whole question of technology was the motivating thing for us to 
get cracking.  Because at that particular time the Technicians union wasn't threatened and the postal 
workers, the linies, the linesmen, were putting in all this new equipment all throughout Australia, 
throughout Queensland, and so were the technicians.  So their work was very safe.  It was the 
telephonists who were going to lose their jobs.  And it was around this issue, mainly that we were 
concerned about.  I mean, from that issue, of course, we developed our concept about all of the other 
factors of our health, you know, we prioritized the question of our health.  We prioritized the question 
about holding our general Union meetings at a time that is most suitable for women, night meetings are 
not suitable for women, there's no childcare at night. And women are not used to going through all 
great reams of correspondence and the type of structures that male unions perform at their general 
meetings.  We had no history of that.  So we consciously decided that we must make our union 
meetings acceptable to women to come, both the time and for the structure.  We disposed of 
everything that we could dispose of so that they could come to talk, to speak about their problems, and 
our general meetings became interesting, and our general meetings grew.  And then, of course, we were 
able to build sub-branches right throughout Queensland in every large provincial centre in Queensland.  
And I might say Joyce Williams played an outstanding role.  She was our full-time secretary, first full-
time secretary and she did play an outstanding role in it.  And I hope I'm not saying this boastfully, that 
not only did we do this in Queensland but I think that we had a big influence on what happened in the 
rest of Australia, for the type of activity that we started to perform, to change, to throw off our 
conservative shackles and to behave like unionists, with rights, with real rights. 
 
Collie: What position did you hold in the Union when you were doing this work? 
 
Bowden: I was on the Branch council, I was a President of the Union for a period.  I resigned as President 
of the Union deliberately and I did have a full vote of confidence from the Branch Council when I 
resigned, and they; asked me to continue.  But I felt that the president's role wasn't my role, it was 
taking me away from the job, and we had the largest number of members where I was working in the 
Edison telephone exchange, with maybe 300 to 400.  I was away at meetings a lot, I was going around 
the state and I felt that my main role wasn't as president, my main role was on the job.  Joyce didn't 
quite agree with that at the particular time and I know I spoke to other unionists at that particular time 
who felt, "Oh, you should be still President", as though being President carried some kind of real status 
in the union and unless you can have some real status well that's it.  No, my role was on the job but I 
remained as a branch councilor. 
 
Collie: Can you tell me about the worst experience on the job that you can remember? 
 
Bowden: The worst experience I can remember was when we were stopping over a very important 
issue, I can't just remember the issue because there were so many important issues after that, that we 
decided that we would have to have a big stoppage.  And the managers got to know about our proposed 
stoppage and the particular manager, came down, of whom we were all supposed to be a little bit timid 
of, came round and he spoke to every switchboard, every telephonist and told them that they must not 
stop because they'd taken the oath and for various other reasons. 
Well, Joyce Williams came down, she followed him around the room, I was also there and followed him 
around, too. I can remember I used a swear word at him. And then had to go round again to encourage 
our members not to be frightened, because they were frightened.  We had done a lot of work prior to 
that, we had explained the issues very carefully, in our on duty periods, our off-duty periods, and I felt 
very confident that we would get the result we required.  And when we were to stop at 1 o'clock the 
managers lined up outside the door, we had to walk through that door to go out of the room, in an 
intimidatory type of fashion.  And I was very thrilled when they all got up and walked out.  We always 
decided who would work on our emergency services - we never ever left our emergencies unattended - 
but we decided which ones would man them, not management, we picked the 3 who would man those 
services, woman those services, man can be used so easily!  Those who didn't want to attend the stop-
work meeting we didn't place any heavy hand on them, because it was early days, but they had to stop, 
of course, and they couldn't go back until we all came back.  So thinking back on it and the anger that I 
have felt, from that time, about the threatening attitude that can be used against women particularly' 
was really, I suppose not so surprising, but it was very clearly shown, very clearly noticeable, what was 
done. 
 
Collie: But in a way it was a good experience too, because the women were solid in their response, and 
for some of those women it would have been the first time that they'd ever taken such an action? 
 
Bowden: Oh, certainly it was and certainly they took it also not only against Telecom but in opposition to 
their husbands.  Many of them had husbands who were anti-unionists and as time went on they felt that 
they couldn't even discuss-it with their husbands that they had been out on strike, that they'd taken this 
type of action.  But again, it was a wonderful feeling, to think that they carried on, despite their 
husbands.  I mean men talk about when they've had big strike struggles, that they have established the 
trade union women's committees in all of these big industrial areas like the seamen's women's 
committee, the metal and mining, and they were, I'm not trying to put them down because they were 
very important organisations when their husbands were in big strike struggles.  But we didn't ever have 
a male trade union men's committee to support us, never.  And I suppose when you talk about it the 
men would think "Oh why would we want a trade union men's committee, to support these women.  
They oughtn't to be out anyway!"  You know "should be bringing home the money".  And we were 
always seen as allies to the labour movement, even when some of our women have played a 
magnificent role we've never really been seen by most men, I think men look upon the labour 
movement as the male movement and that women are not activists in that movement, we're allies to 
that movement.  And so, yes, it was a very different type of history from the history of a lot of other 
male-dominated unions. 
 
Collie: And yet you looked after your male members too? 
 
Bowden: Yes we did, because we only had about 3% males in our union.  I might mention that all of our 
bosses were always men until after some years they had women getting promoted, but in the early 
stages they were all male, and many them didn't have any experience in the grass-roots level of the 
work.  They were brought in from other areas. 
We could tell them what to do, but they were our bosses.  But still we did have about 3% of our union 
who were male and we felt very concerned for them.  They were working in a female-dominated area 
and we felt that they perhaps could be feeling some type of discrimination as men that perhaps we 
couldn't understand.  And they did.  For example, we got Sunday night transport home when there was 
no public transport, we got Telecom to provide transport but it wasn't provided for males and the 
manager that I spoke to about it at the time said "Oh, Jean" he said, "men can't get raped".  And yet we 
had one of our male members, one of our staff members who was a cripple, a cripple boy. 
And so we suggested to them would they like to meet on their own, to find what were their problems 
that we didn't understand, and bring them back to us and let us know.  Which they did.  And again, I 
don't think you have too many, maybe I'm male-union bashing a bit here, but maybe, in my experience, I 
don't think we have too many of male unionists who have given that privilege to our women when they 
have been in such a minority, working in such a minority. 
 
Collie: In what other ways were you strategies different from male-dominated unions? 
 
Bowden: Well, we were in a privileged position in some way, because it's not all unions that could do 
what we could do.  For example, we didn't want to hurt our customers and we didn't want to hurt our 
women, some of them were desperate for the extra bit of pay, and we didn't want to do that 
unnecessarily.  So we tried to define the type of strategy that we could hurt Telecom with, not the 
subscriber and not our member.  And we were able to do that, because what we did on some occasions, 
we connected the calls and we didn't time them, they could speak as long as they liked, that customers, 
they could speak all day if they wanted to.  And our customers thought that our telephonists were really 
good. And they'd read about us being on strike, stoppages and so on and then they'd read about us 
giving them such wonderful benefits, as untimed trunk calls.  So we did try to do that as often as we 
could, that was the type of thing that we did. 
 We called it our own creative type of militancy and so that was the way we looked at it.  But there were 
times, of course, when it was impossible.  We had to do it.  And in this, I'm not saying that all other 
unions can do exactly what we were able to do, but we did take advantage of our own type of work, to 
do the type of thing that we could do which would best serve our interests.. 
  
Collie: Reel 12.  26 November 1991.  From Lunchroom to Boardroom Oral History, Project for the TLC 
about women in the Labour movement. And I'm talking to Jean Bowden. 
 Jean were your general meetings in the ATPOA organized similarly to, say, your male counterparts? 
  
Bowden: No, they weren't.  We realized that very early in the stage that it was impossible for us because 
male-structured unions are prohibitive to women to participate at general meetings.  We had to cater 
for the fact that there was no child care we had to cater for the time that we held our meetings, we did 
some experiments with morning meetings, and afternoon meetings, and then combining one morning 
meeting, one afternoon meeting till we found out which was the most suitable, which was the one they 
liked best.  We had to conduct our meetings differently, we didn't want to over load them with heaps of 
correspondence, we wanted them to be able to participate and to participate meant that they had to be 
able to talk about the problems that they had on the jobs.  And the way that we could go about our 
strategies for trying to improve those conditions on the jobs - that was central - there was no other 
ulterior motive but to do that, that was totally central to our thinking.  So we dispensed with the 
correspondence, we just itemized it all, if they wanted to get a particular document and read it, it was all 
there available to them.  And many items were often requested and we did at times when they were 
requested.  But no, our meetings were very differently structured and I think that some of the other 
members of some of the male unions felt that we really hadn't grown up, or we were in the course of 
only growing up, because we weren't structuring our meetings like they had structured and I remember 
often being told that we were coming of age, when I felt like saying, "we're of age", and that little 
reference, ".you're coming of age" sort of thing was a little thing that I resented at times, because we 
were catering for women in the majority, that's who we were catering for.  And in the course of our 
work and that type of structure we built our union from 45% when I was returned in 1969 and it was 
98% when I left in 1983.  And I don't know what it is now but possibly it's still as high.  I hope so. But that 
was the growth in our union membership.  As well as that, for our sub-branches we permitted them to 
be self-managed, we wanted them to be self-managed, if they needed any help Joyce or someone would 
go up to discuss the issue or question with them when they needed some assistance, but in so doing 
they developed their own very good union leaderships in the various places.  And when we had big stop-
work meetings that affected all of us we connected all of us up on land-line, with all of our sub-branches 
from Cairns right down and out to Roma, we connected them all to landlines so that they could hear the 
main report, they could hear any questions that were asked of us when we were meeting in the Trades 
Hall, they could hear that, but when the vote came, we turned off the landline and each sub-branch had 
the right of making their own decision, so that they were not influenced by what was going on down 
here in Brisbane.  They were not influenced by some of the larger centres, who might be speaking more 
strongly, they had the right to make their own decisions.  And we think that was part of our 
encouragement of participation in decision making which helped our membership. 
 
Collie: It's interesting because you're a union of communication and you tried to find creative ways to 
encourage communication between your members? 
 
Bowden: Well perhaps that's synonymous, you know, we always had the few who didn't support us, 
naturally, but they were only a small number of people.  Maybe in a big meeting of a couple of hundred 
we might have a dozen who voted against us.  We always tried to make sure that nothing happened to 
those members when they got back to work, that they were treated as workmates, they had the right to 
vote the way they wished, we sat beside them, the telephonists sat beside each other in the type of 
work we were doing it's team work, in a telephone exchange we do teamwork, you take calls out of the 
same queue, you're all working together and the mateship that you develop is unique, quite unique.  
And so those people who didn't quite understand the issues, for myself anyhow, always made a point of 
making sure that they weren't offended making sure that I tried as best I could to explain the issues - 
and I wasn't the only one that did it.  But some of our male members, we had to teach them that lesson, 
even though they were very good unionists, that they must not do that.  And when you got back from a 
stop-work meeting you must not do that, they were our workmates. 
 
Collie: What sort of thing did they do? 
 
Bowden: They just voted against us and they didn't agree with what we were doing and 
 
Collie: No, I mean some of male members? 
 
Bowden: Oh, some of them tended to, what shall I say, "You don't know what you're doing" and all of 
these kind of little petty slogans that can be very offensive when they've voted in the way they wanted 
and it's taken a lot of courage to vote in the way that they have voted that they shouldn't be denigrated 
for it, that's the way they felt about the issue. that's the way they wanted to express their feelings and 
we didn't feel that they should be denigrated for it. 
 
Collie: And they appreciated you for this? 
 
Bowden: They did, I'm sure they did.  I know on my retirement one of the worst unionists that we ever 
had, she never agreed, never agreed with any thing that we did, voted against us every time, and I was 
very happy that I maintained my happy relationship with her and she put her arms around me and cried 
when I left, and I just felt that perhaps we had worked in the right way.  We hadn't split our members.  
Telecom would have loved us to have done, to have a split in our members, to develop hatred between 
ourselves.  We never did. 
 
Collie:  I just want to talk about in 1982 the ATPOA placed bans on the Woolloongabba Exchange.  Can 
you tell me why you did that? 
 
Bowden: We did that for a number of reasons.  For example, when the type of equipment was installed, 
called 10c, they wanted to install it in a way that would have wiped out a whole lot of other exchanges.  
We were flat out trying to save some exchanges and we had already had terrible struggles for winning 
redundancy payments for those who, like out at Thagomindah, where you know you've got no 
possibility of getting a job, we had big struggles to get redundancy payments.  But we saw those 
exchanges where there was the possibility of saving as being very important.  For example, rather than 
just having the Woolloongabba exchange, we saved Ipswich, we saved Nambour, we saved Gold Coast, 
and we saved Toowoomba.  All of those exchanges then could take calls out of that type of calls that 
come in to the exchange, they could take them out of the queue as well as our telephonists in the 
Woolloongabba.  So we saved those exchanges.  We had windowless buildings, we got windows, we did 
things about the ergonomics of exchanges, the windows to be put in the buildings, because they just 
want to preserve all the equipment, not preserve us, who were dispensable.  So we got the windows put 
in.  In the struggle about our looking at all of the ergonomic issues, we found that chairs are mainly 
made for the male bodies, not made for the female bodies and we worked closely with the Workers 
Health Centre who were enormously helpful to us.  There was the question of the Nambour exchange, 
where they had put it up on the third floor and Council regulations do not require a lift to go up to the 
third floor, only floors above 3, and so we wanted a lift to be installed in the Nambour Exchange, even 
though it only went up to the third floor.  Well it cost $80,000, that was the amount and Telecom finally 
had to do it.  So there were a number of issues.  Salaries were another important issue.  Hours of work 
were another important issue.  For example, the telephonists at Ipswich; Gold Coast, Nambour and 
Toowoomba were working a 36-hour week, while we were working a 34-hour week.  So they were 
taking calls out of the same queue and working a 36-hour week, while our Brisbane members, Brisbane 
operators, were taking calls out of the same queue and only working a 34-hour week. There was a 
question of salaries, equation of salaries.  So there were a number of issues involved.  So we put bans on 
and said we would not go into the Exchange until these issues were met.  It meant enormous problems, 
for example, the Nambour operators, they were working in a temporary big shed which was most 
uncomfortable for them.  It was hot in summer, cold in the winter, which Nambour is.  It was 
enormously uncomfortable.  They held the bans and they produced a very outstanding union leader at 
Nambour, who got life membership at the same time as I did. 
 
Collie: What was her name? 
 
Bowden: Joyce Eaves.  I'll give you her photo, perhaps I might be able to.  We developed very good 
union leadership in Toowoomba, extremely good leadership in Toowoomba.  Not so good in Gold Coast, 
but still the union members kept the bans.  And we said we would not go into the 'Gabba until these 
questions were met.  And certainly every possibility that Telecom could use to try to force the issues 
were used by Telecom and had to be fought.  But it was simply a wonderful achievement that we got 
satisfactory agreements on the issues after holding out for over 2 years under those circumstances.  And 
I often say to my husband, "If it had been a male union you might have heard about it more widely".  But 
it was a very strong militant attempt to decide for themselves, not only just on the smaller issues, but on 
a major issue like that.  We had on-the-job type of technology looked at, the whole spectrum of our 
working arena was looked at. 
 
Collie: What did you gain in that area, with the increasing technology in the exchanges? 
Bowden: Well, we did hold out also that, they were going to put a 10c in Rockhampton, which would 
have wiped out similar exchanges from central Queensland, would have gone up further north, but we 
opposed their putting that one in and it never got put in.  And possibly we were supported by the 
technicians then I can't remember exactly, but I'm sure we would have been.  And so we saved 
exchanges like Cairns, Townsville, Rockhampton, Mackay, which are very important, large exchanges 
and still operating today.  They would have gone.  And another thing we looked at, with the technicians, 
that in the incidence of cyclones coming onto our coastal areas of Queensland, unless we had a backup 
type of equipment, that that equipment would fail, as it did in the1974 floods here in Brisbane.  The old 
central exchange, they'd all left, they'd gone over to Woolloongabba, they'd gone over to Edison, the old 
central exchange was still there, it just hadn't been pulled down, but in the 1974 floods we had to send 
our operators back to the old central exchange to work. 
 
Collie: Where was that? 
 
Bowden: In central here, in Brisbane, the Brisbane floods1974. 
 
Collie: Yes, but where was that exchange? 
 
Bowden: Where was it, the central exchange, here in Brisbane. 
 
Collie: Exactly where? 
 
Bowden: Oh, where was it, well it was the old exchange, the very old early exchange from time 
immemorial, and straight opposite St Stephen's Cathedral.  So they had to go back to work because the 
old equipment was the equipment that we used during the 1974 floods in many areas.  We could use 
some of the equipment from Edison but there were some areas that we could not use and we had to 
send our operators back there.  So there were all of these things.  I mean, the technicians' also were 
involved in that type of thing as well.  So we felt that the technicians and the others could have 
supported us more, could have done more for us when we were in struggle.  I think they possibly 
recognized that themselves, now, I think they, in retrospect, they probably think that they could have 
done a bit more.  But then on the other hand, I think if we are to save conditions for our own work areas 
it is those people that are working in the work areas that need to do it, and we should not have to 
depend on workers from another area to do it for us.  So that was our main philosophy, we should not 
have to depend, we should do it as much as we could for ourselves. 
 
Collie: When I talked to you last time, Jean, you said to me that your mother was a feminist but she 
didn't know.  What do you mean by that? 
Bowden: I probably didn't realize that until I became a feminist myself and looked back on my mother 
who was very aware of all of her particular role in her life that she was living, and very critical of it at 
times.  Not that she didn't have a happy marriage, she did, but she was aware of the role that she had to 
play and it was, a very different role from my father.  My father was the hardworking farmer who made 
the money, but my mother was the one who kept us together.  She was the one, the strong woman, she 
was the woman who had power and she was the one who really, I think for all of us, was the one who, 
sort of set the values for us in our lives and I know that my mother resented some of things that 
particular role that she was cast in.  For example, she used to put out my father's clothes when he went 
to town.  She used to put out his suit, his shirt, his tie, his socks, and so on. Now if his underpants or his 
socks were missing he'd sing out to my mother to ask her where they were and my mother often said, 
"Well why don't you find them for yourself".  And various little things, she was aware that women had a 
very different role and before my father died he left the farm to my 2 brothers.  After he died my 
mother changed that will to make that shared between the whole 5 of the children, because she didn't 
think Dad had any right just to leave it to the 2 boys, that girls have a very important part, and they work 
hard, they had to go out to work and find jobs and had to do all of these kinds of things, and in many 
ways I know that my mother, perhaps I didn't formulate my ideas about feminism, but once I had done I 
could think that I had a really wonderful mother who really theoretically didn't understand it but in her 
practical life she not only understood it but she tried to exercise it, which was very, very important, very 
difficult in that particular period and in society as a whole it was male-dominated, men were secretaries 
of the school committees and women did all the cake-making, and all of that type of thing.  She was 
aware of all of that, that type of thing, the women were playing on the farms.  And, yes, I think a lot of 
my feminist views came from my mother, and a lot of my labour views came from my father. 
 
Collie: What recognition have you received for all of the work that you've done? 
 
Bowden: That would be the last thing that would like to answer because I didn't particularly like it when 
you rang me and asked me if you could speak about it.  I didn't want to not do something I felt I should 
do, but I didn't really want to do it.  I was asked to do it again recently and it was Warren who 
encouraged me to go because he felt that I should go. No I don't want to leave any footsteps in the 
sand, that's the last think I want.  For Jean Bowden I don't want anything, it's not Jean Bowden or the 
Jean Bowdens that make history.  In my experience of all the things that I've discussed with you about 
my Union, it's all of these invisible faces who will never be interviewed that made history, it's not me 
and it's not Joyce, they were the history-makers and certainly, as far as I'm concerned, footsteps in the 
sand, footsteps in the sand mean nothing to me.  It's footsteps on the ladder for people that mean 
everything.  I've had a wonderful life.  The type of work I've done I've haven't wanted any rewards, 
because I've had reward in itself.  I think that my participation in the labour movement has been the 
richest part of my life.  
Certainly my family life was the richest, but it certainly has been the richest part of my life.  I couldn't 
comprehend what my life would be like without the labour movement, being involved.  I've been 
involved in the women's movement, I've been involved in the trade union movement.  But it's just for 
the sake of seeing people, ordinary people, being able to participate in a history and that they would not 
only define, but that they would participate in their own lives, which would change their quality of life 
and improve their quality of life.  That's reward in itself.  It is a wonderful reward and I've worked with 
some very, very wonderful people. They've taught me, they didn't have all the answers, I didn't have 
everything.  It was these other people that taught me.  It was a learning process all of the way.  I learnt 
from my children, I learnt from my parents, I learnt from my teachers, I learnt from the telephonists at 
work, I learnt from the women's movement, I learnt from them all, and I think you pick out of that type 
of learning what suits you the best, and it certainly suited me best, and I've no regrets whatever.  It was 
a very, very rewarding life.  I'm 71 now and I got no regrets whatsoever.  Certainly I don't want any 
rewards.  I don't want Jean Bowden written up in history, that's just something I don't want.  Really I 
don't. 
 
